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Profiles of 
A/iJCan AmenCans 
in Tennessee 
SAMUEL F. YETTE 
Prestigious journalist, author, educator, 
pubisher, and social critic Samuel Frederick 
Y ette was born in Harriman, Tennessee on July 
2, 1929. The grandson of a slave, Yette was the 
twelfth child of Frank Mack Yette and Cora Lee 
Rector Y ette. He attended segregated schools in 
both Harriman and Rockwood, and began 
taking college classes at Morristown College 
before following some of his siblings to 
Tennessee State University in Nashville in 
1948. 
While a student at TSU in 1950, Yette 
discovered that students were paying fees for a 
student newspaper, while no such paper existed. 
Y ette, a junior, brought that oversight to the 
attention of TSU President Walter S. Davis, 
who asked him to propose a plan for one. Y ette 
submitted a Program of Work to President 
Davis, who asked Business Department Chair 
Dr. William L. Crump to provide an office and 
furnishings and to work with Y ette, who 
established the TSU Student Newspaper, The 
Meter. Yette served as first editor-in-chief prior 
to his graduation from TSU in 1951. 
After graduation, Y ette serve~ in the 
United States Air Force during the Korean War. 
Following the war, he returned to Tennessee to 
teach high school, first in Rockwood, then in 
Chattanooga. He also served as a sports writer 
and radio announcer in Chattanooga. Y ette 
enrolled in the graduate program in journalism 
at Indiana University in Bloomington, where he 
was one of two black students. A strong student 
and writer for the student newspaper, Y ette was 
inducted into the national journalism fraternity, 
Sigma Delta Chi in 1956. Yette persuaded 
another African-American journalist from 
Tennessee, Carl Rowan, to speak at the 
induction ceremony. Yette received his degree 
from Indiana University in 1959, the same year 
he married his wife, Sadie Walton. 
Pursuing a career in journalism, Yette 
had accompanied renowned photographer 
Gordon Parks throughout Alabama in the mid-
1950s to document the emerging Civil Rights 
Movement for LIFE magazine. This high-
profile series led to other journalism 
assignments for Y ette throughout the 1950s and 
1960s, including reporting for the Afro-
American in Baltimore and Ebony magazine. 
He also served as director of information at 
Tuskegee University before holding positions as 
press liaison and executive secretary of the 
Peace Corps and special assistant for civil rights 
at the U.S. Office of Economic Opportunity. 
Y ette made history in 1968, becoming 
the first African-American correspondent for 
Newsweek magazine, where he served as 
Washington correspondent and covered urban 
issues, including civil rights protests and urban 
violence. Y ette also made appearances on 
NBC's Meet the Press. In 1971, Yette 
published his first book, The Choice: The Issue 
of Black Survival in America, based on 
materials gathered from his journalistic 
expenences. Yette's book was deemed 
controversial for his arguments involving the 
American wars on poverty, on drugs, and on 
sexual confines, and the effect of these national 
policies on African-Americans, particularly 
African-American youth. In part, The Choice 
"asserted that the federal government showed a 
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pattern of repression against African 
Americans that, left unaddressed, could lead to 
genocide" (Washington Post, 24 January 2011). 
The Choice became an award-winning and 
popular book, used as a textbook on over fifty 
college campuses nation-wide, but its 
publication led to Y ette' s dismissal from 
Newsweek magazine, and a protracted legal 
battle in which Y ette alleged his firing was 
primarily racially motivated. Although the 
courts initially ruled in Y ette' s favor, that 
decision was overturned on appeal. 
Y ette became a professor at the new 
School of Communications at Howard 
University in Washington, DC, in 1972, where 
his charismatic teaching style and devotion to 
his students earned him widespread popularity. 
His son, Michael, remembered that his father 
"was a natural teacher, and wanted to spread 
knowledge and wisdom, to particularly his 
people, to help them advance the lives of his 
people, and journalism was his tool of 
preference" (Richard Prince's "Journal-isms," 
21 January 2011). Yette remained at Howard 
University until 1986. While teaching at 
Howard, Y ette founded Cottage Books, a 
publishing company, where he reprinted The 
Choice and published another book, 
Washington and Two Marches, 1963 & 1983, a 
photographic remembrance of the civil rights 
movement, written_ and published with his son 
Frederick. Yette's personal life took a tragic 
turn in December 1983, when he and his wife 
were involved in a car accident in which he was 
thrown from the car and his wife was fatally 
injured. 
Y ette served as an adviser and official 
photographer for Jesse Jackson during 
Jackson's 1984 and 1988 presidential 
campaigns and in later years was a syndicated 
newspaper columnist. He eventually returned 
to Tennessee, serving as Writer-in-Residence at 
Knoxville College in 2005. Yette was 
diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease, and 
moved back to the Washington, DC area to be 
near family in 2008. Samuel F. Yette died 
January 21, 2011 in Laurel, Maryland. 
- Pamela Foster 
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